The role of autoantigens in autoimmune disease.
Many autoantigens have been identified in human patients and in rodent models. In numerous experimental settings, these autoantigens or related autoreactive lymphocytes can transfer autoimmunity. Although autoreactivity spreads to new epitopes during the course of disease, single-epitope-specific therapies show considerable efficacy in multi-epitope-induced models of autoimmunity. These observations may indicate that epitope-specific therapies operate at the level of regulating mechanisms of immune tolerance rather than exerting a direct effect on autoreactive T lymphocytes.